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Susie Heal has moved all over the country, buying and selling property along the way, and has learned from experience how to identify potential problems and avoid them. She has written two books on buying and selling property – Buying Your Home (HarperCollins, 1996) and Selling Your Home (HarperCollins, 1995) – and this new book takes into account the many changes that have happened in the property market since then.


Susie has also run a letting agency and worked in conveyancing for more than ten years. She now lives in Somerset.
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FOREWORD


Ever wondered why some people sail through life’s challenges easily, whilst others have stress and problems right from the start? The answer is simple. The first group know what they’re doing; the others stumble through on a wing and a prayer.


When it comes to buying a home, you really do need to know what you’re doing. At a time when mortgages are difficult to find, house prices are unpredictable and the property market is in turmoil, the need to make a good investment is paramount. This book can help, with simple, easy-to-understand information, in one place, for the whole process. No more trying to piece together bits of data from several sources. This is a concise guide to making the right choices and saving money along the way; from finding the right property through to planning a stress-free moving day.


The book covers all areas of buying a home, whether you are doing it for the first time, or want to improve on your last experience. It is also full of practical advice to ensure a wise investment for minimum cost. That’s the unique part of this book, and I don’t think there is another quite like it.


You can learn about:


•   Finding the right property for you, without spending more than you need.


•   Funding, and how to avoid some of the fees and charges involved.


•   The need for a survey, and how it can save you money in the long run.


•   Conveyancing, and how to get the most out of your solicitor.


•   The pros and cons of buying at auction, and how to go about it.


•   Leases, new homes and buying with a partner.


•   How to have a hassle-free move.







Chapter 1


FINDING THE RIGHT PROPERTY
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NEEDS AND WANTS


Caveat Emptor – ‘let the buyer beware’. This is an appropriate way to start this book because it’s worth noting that, unlike retail purchases, you do not have a host of consumer protection rights to protect your interests when you buy a property. You have no opportunity to exchange it or get a refund if you decide you don’t like it, and if it’s not ‘fit for purpose’ you have no rights to claim against the seller. There is no ‘cooling-off period’ during which you can change your mind, and with the exception of newly constructed buildings, there are no guarantees or warranties.


All of this means that it’s vital to buy wisely, and in order to do so you need to decide before you start looking for the perfect home exactly what it is you want and need. This will go some way towards saving you from being swept away by emotions and buying something appealing, but ultimately impractical.


If you are buying jointly, with a friend or partner, or if you are moving as a family, you will all need to agree on what you need from your new home. Prioritize those aspects of your home that are vital, and those that are preferable – your needs and wants. For example:








	Needs


	Wants







	Price under £180,000


	Large garden







	3 bedrooms or more


	Kitchen/diner







	On bus route


	Conservatory







	Off-street parking


	Garage











Once you have found several properties that meet your needs, all you have to do is decide which one has that little something extra from your wants list.


You may be tempted to compromise on one of your needs if a particular property bowls you over, but always keep in mind the necessities. Aesthetic qualities are all very well, but practical requirements are ultimately more important for long-term happiness. No matter how wonderful the kitchen is, or how beautifully tended the garden, these relatively minor aspects will soon lose their appeal if the property is in the wrong area, is too small or is more expensive than you can comfortably afford.




MONEY-SAVING TIP


Consider the lifespan of anything you feel tempted to pay extra for, like extravagant decoration. High mortgage repayments will continue to be a financial burden long after the paint has faded.






CHOOSING WISELY


Buying a home is, of course, the most important and most expensive purchase we ever make. And yet many people enter into the process completely unprepared and ill informed, with the result that their purchase is disappointing and ultimately doesn’t suit them.


More questions have been asked and more books have been written about selling a home than about buying one. But, if you buy a property wisely in the first place, you should have no trouble selling it when the time comes.


What’s surprising is that it’s not only first-time buyers who fall into purchasing mishaps: it’s often the more experienced buyers who, complacent as they have ‘done it all before’, make fundamental mistakes. Let’s take a look at a few.


The gullible buyer


A gullible buyer naively believes everything he or she reads or is told about a property, regardless of the obvious fact that such information is supplied by those who are hoping to sell it (the current owner and selling agents) and who are understandably somewhat biased.


Thankfully, and not before time, the Property Misdescriptions Act, or more recently Consumer Protection from Unfair Trading Regulations (CPRs), have gone some way towards stamping out the kind of elaborate and largely inaccurate property descriptions that used to be commonplace. Because of these regulations, estate agents, developers, builders and solicitors are all responsible for the accuracy of any information they give to potential buyers.


Nevertheless, buyers still need to interpret correctly the information they receive, be satisfied that they know exactly what they are buying, and not deceive themselves by turning a blind eye to some disagreeable aspect of a property.



The trusting buyer


This buyer makes poor decisions because he believes that there are rules to protect him from unscrupulous sellers or defective properties. Not true. A trusting buyer imagines that consumer laws extend to property purchases, so he makes little effort to protect himself.


The laws that protect retail consumers do not cover property purchases, so there is no one to turn to if a property turns out to be ‘faulty’. If you buy a bucket that does not hold water, it is clearly unfit for the purpose for which it was sold, and you have grounds for asking for a refund or replacement. But a property with a leaking roof is not covered by the same statutory rights. In theory, a buyer can sue a negligent surveyor who fails to point out serious defects in the property, but the procedure is lengthy, complicated, expensive and carries no guarantee of success.


So, as far as a property purchase is concerned, responsibility for ensuring the ‘product’ is suitable rests ultimately with the buyer alone.


The lazy buyer


The lazy buyer cannot be bothered to put much effort into finding the right property and buys the first thing that comes along. He’s likely to discover too late that the property does not fit his requirements, and he stands very little chance of securing a good investment.


The bankrupt buyer


Being unrealistic when calculating what you can afford, or going into unmanageable debt because of temptation, is a recipe for financial disaster. It stands to reason that the more expensive a property is, the more desirable it is likely to be. Rather than accepting his financial limitations, the bankrupt buyer persuades himself that he can afford additional debt, or is prepared to be without a car, a holiday, or other luxuries, in order to afford the repayments. The end result is at best unhappiness, and at worst repossession.


The gambler


The gambler assumes the value of the property he buys will rise, and calculates his finances accordingly. This assumption carries a huge risk. The gambler should remember that property values can fall, which could leave him owing more on a mortgage than the property is worth (see Negative equity, page 60).



WILL IT SELL?


Without a doubt, the biggest consideration to take on board when choosing a property is whether or not you could sell it reasonably easily if you needed to, preferably without losing money in the process. Amazingly this is something that doesn’t cross the minds of many people.


Think about it: if you find a property you like, but you discover the current owners have been struggling to sell it for some considerable time, you stand a good chance of finding yourself in the same position in the future, when you come to sell it. It may be that you would be able to wait for a buyer to come along, but if you had to sell quickly, would you be able to?


The exception to this would be a property that has not sold because it is in poor condition. Provided the price reflects the present condition, and this is the only reason it has been slow to sell, then you should find it easier to sell after making the necessary improvements.


Don’t expect the agent or seller to be totally honest and volunteer the information about how long a property has been on the market, and bear in mind it could have been for sale with other agents before switching to the current one. Exterior photographs on the details can offer valuable clues to the season when the property was first marketed. If it has been on the market for many months, ask yourself why.


It’s not difficult to see what makes a property easy to sell – visual appeal, a good location and a fair price are the top three points. So turning these things on their head gives you a good idea of what makes a property difficult to sell.


Location is all important, and in particular the immediate surroundings. A property next to anything unsightly, like a petrol station or car park, or near noise or disturbance, like a pub or chip shop, comes high on the list of undesirable locations. Busy roads, neighbourhoods which are out of favour and nearby property in disrepair are all generally worth avoiding. You may be content to put up with something unpopular, but will anyone else when you come to sell?


Bear in mind also that if you find your lender is reluctant to fund a particular purchase, any future buyers could experience the same problems.



WHAT TYPE OF BUILDING?


When deciding on what type of property is best for you, you will need to consider the pros and cons of different building styles.


If your priorities are peace and quiet, and you are willing to pay the price, a detached house might be right for you to avoid noise from attached properties. Semi-detached and terraced homes are generally cheaper, but have the disadvantage of close neighbours and the accompanying noise this can bring. You may consider, however, that close neighbours are both a security and a social advantage.


Flats rarely have private outside space, but this could be a plus if you do not have the time or energy to look after a garden. Flats are generally leasehold, and the lease will almost certainly contain restrictions on the use of the property, so make sure you read this carefully as, for example, you may not be allowed to keep pets. External repair and maintenance of the building is not usually the direct responsibility of the leaseholder, but maintenance costs and service charges can be high.


Older properties are often more popular than their modern counterparts. They are generally built on a larger plot, allowing more space between neighbours and offering bigger gardens. However, they were not constructed with en-suite bathrooms and built-in storage as standard, and may not have the high grade insulation common to modern buildings.



HOW MUCH TO SPEND?


Home buyers often borrow as much as they possibly can, either because they anticipate their investment increasing (the bigger the investment the bigger the potential increase, in theory at least) or because property is so expensive that borrowing a large proportion of the purchase price is the only way many people can fund a purchase at all.


But the question buyers should always ask themselves is ‘How much can I afford to borrow?’ not ‘What is the maximum I can borrow?’




MONEY-SAVING TIP


You do not have to buy the most expensive home you can afford. If a cheaper property meets your needs, why pay more?





Deciding how much to pay for a property is not only a matter of how much you can borrow. It also depends on:


•   Your monthly outgoings How much can you comfortably afford to spend on mortgage repayments when added to your other living expenses?


•   How much debt you feel confident to carry If you are concerned about job security, for example, consider the financial impact of job loss or changing employers before deciding how much to borrow, and perhaps take out suitable insurance.


•   Your future needs If you intend to extend your family, for instance, it might be more cost effective to buy a larger property in the first place, rather than incurring a second set of sale and purchase costs when you need to move to get more space.


•   The costs involved in a purchase Conveyancing costs, mortgage fees, survey fees, Stamp Duty, removal charges and more – all on top of the purchase price itself – may eat away at the funds you intend to use towards the cost of the purchase. Factor in everything you will need to spend and decide whether you will need to borrow more than originally planned, or else choose a slightly cheaper property.




MONEY-SAVING TIP


There are several websites offering free budget planning. Simply enter your income and outgoings to get a realistic view on what you can afford. It only takes a few minutes, but if you are intending to take out a loan or mortgage, it’s a really useful tool to avoid over stretching your finances.





Be realistic about how much you can afford to borrow. In 2011, an estimated 800,000 British homes were in negative equity, meaning that the property was actually worth less than the loan secured on it.


Decide how much you want (and can afford) to spend and then speak to your lender. Arrange provisional funding and then look for property up to that amount. That way you start your property search knowing your upper limit, instead of wasting time looking at (and being tempted by) properties you cannot really afford.




MONEY-SAVING TIP


It’s not easy, but if you can buy below £125,000 you will avoid Stamp Duty.






SEARCHING THE MARKET


Your first step in the hunt for the ideal property will probably be to visit local estate agents and sign up to the various online sites to find out what properties are currently for sale. Decide on your search area and drive round the local streets at different times of day to help get an idea of which areas you like best, and whether there are any you want to avoid.


USING ESTATE AGENTS


Do not rely on estate agents to understand what you want, need or can afford, or to give reliable information about areas, an individual property or the position – financial or otherwise – of the sellers. Remember, they are working on behalf of the vendor to sell the property. Neither should estate agents be relied upon for financial advice, although many of them do have mortgage advisers as part of their team.


Estate agents and property sites show what property is available at the time. Keep to the forefront of your mind that estate agents are there purely to sell property – it is of no concern to them who buys it. A satisfied buyer is not nearly as important as a satisfied seller, since it is the seller who pays the agent’s fee.


Registering with agents


Registering with an agent is a simple process. Telephone, call in or email them with your contact details and information about the type of property you are looking for. They will then send you details of any relevant properties they have on their books, and arrange for you to view any that interest you.


You may receive details of the same property from several different agents, or see it on several websites, and if this happens it doesn’t matter which agent you approach to arrange a viewing.


Agents often specialize in a particular type of property, with some selling mostly lower-priced property, while others deal exclusively with rural property or the higher end of the market.


To ensure that you don’t miss a suitable property, register with as many agents and online sites as possible. Try to be flexible when setting the criteria of what you are looking for. If you say you are looking for an older-style semi, you may not get details of terraced, detached or modern properties at all. If you say you only need three bedrooms, you may not get details of those with four. It is better to give a broad brief rather than miss out on something which in retrospect you would have considered, had you known about it.




MONEY-SAVING TIP


Agents will routinely ask what your maximum purchase price is, and mostly send details of property at or above this figure. This means you could miss out on a perfectly suitable property that is cheaper than your maximum figure. Ask for details of property within a wide price range. This way you may find the home you want for less than you thought.





Once you begin to get a feel for what is available, you can narrow your requirements, firmly establishing exactly what you hope to find in a property, and telling the agents so that they can help you find it.


Keep in contact with the agents you register with. They tire of sending out property details to applicants they never hear from, and you run the risk of being forgotten if you do not show that you are genuinely keen to buy. Make sure you are easily contactable too, so that you can be the first to hear of new property on the market. Some of the best property is sold before the details are even printed.


After each viewing, report back to the agents, letting them know what you did or did not like about the property, and reaffirming what you are looking for.


USING THE INTERNET


There are many Internet sites worth visiting. These are basically a promotional tool used by estate agents, but they are also a great way of keeping up to date with what property is available in the area, and the price trends. You can register with these sites (or search them) very easily and you can often sign up for alerts when new property meeting your requirements get added. They also give details of estate agents in your area, although not all the agents may be listed.


In addition, there are various sites offering ‘private house sales’. These are essentially estate agents without shop fronts. Sellers are attracted by the low selling costs, and their property is listed on the site in much the same way as with estate agents, with photographs, details of room sizes and all the other information you would expect. There will be a telephone number to call if you want to arrange any viewings.


The disadvantage of these sites is that the person on the end of the phone may not have visited the property. They may not even have local knowledge, so if you want to ask about something that is not shown in the details, like proximity of schools or ease of public transport, they may not know the answer.




MONEY-SAVING TIP
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